THE MARCONI AFFAIR	45?
sixth Colonial or (as it was now called) Imperial Conference,
which met in 1911 and was largely occupied with defence
matters. In March 1912 the postmaster-general (Herbert
Samuel) accepted, subject to. subsequent ratification by par-
liament, the tender of the Marconi Company. Wireless tele-
graphy was then still open to experiment; the prospect of such a
big contract not unnaturally sent the company's shares soaring;
and it was no less to be expected that people interested in rival
wireless systems (of which there were four) should agitate against
the postmaster's decision. The terms of the definite agreement
were put before parliament in August, but their consideration
was deferred till October; and meanwhile rumours appeared
that certain ministers had corruptly influenced the bargain in
order to make money out of Marconi shares. A French paper
named the postmaster-general and the attorney-general (Sir
Rufus Isaacs1) as culprits; but on their bringing a libel action it
at once capitulated, apologized, and paid costs. So when the
contract came up for ratification (i i October 1912), the house of
commons sent it to a select committee to inquire into the conduct
of ministers and the technical aspects of the bargain. The latter
part of the inquiry was delegated to an advisory committee
of experts under Lord Parker of Waddington, a famous patent
judge; and they reported that cthe Marconi system is at present
the only system of which it can be said with any certainty that it is
capable of fulfilling the requirements of the Imperial chain*.
The inquiry about ministers raised more controversy. The
postmaster-general was acquitted; but three others—Lloyd
George, Sir Rufus Isaacs, and the Master of Elibank (who had
since left the government for quite different reasons)—were
shown to have held shares, not in the British Marconi Company,
with which the Post Office was concerned, but in a parallel one
formed for the United States. There was no question of their
corruptly influencing the decision; for their earliest purchases of
shares were made more than five weeks after the tender's accep-
tance had been announced to the public. On this the committee
were unanimous, as also in finding that there was no case of
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